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The aim of this article is to locate the core of the aesthetic implied by Ezra 
Pound's early work; to see how far it dictates the structures of his great epic 
poem, The Cantos; and to argue that the long poem ultimately breaks down 
largely because Pound betrays this aesthetic. 
Ezra Pound is thought of as the grandiose, the ideological, the writer with 
a public propaganda, beating a big drum. Yet in al his literary criticism there 
is a push for what is quietly and accurately true to the writer's inner 
knowledge. That same push may be said to animate, and even structure, the 
whole of his 820 pages of Cantos—in so far as they are animated and have a 
structure. It is one of their great strengths. 
、Ra"Pound had been a sensitive and a "different" boy. Photographed at 
the age of twelve, a cadet at the Cheltenham Military Academy, his face 
seems neutral, a litle bewildered, among the more certain and "social" gazes 
of the boys around him. In 1901, aged 15, he entered the University of 
Pennsylvania. There he tried to assert his right to be odd by wearing red 
socks, banned by his seniors, and for this they stripped him and threw him 
in the lily pond. "Lily" Pound, they called him. 
He had a tendency to develop passionately spiritual relationships with 
young ladies. For them he was another James McNeill Whistler, scornful of 
the multitude and inclined to make breathtaking remarks about art: 
Religion I have defined as "Another of those numerous failures 
ー
Ezra Pound's Cantos: Private Truths and the Origins of a Public Poem 
resulting from an attempt to popularize art." By which I mean that it is 
only now and then that religion rises to the dignity of art; or from 
another angle, that art includes only so much of religion as is factive, 
potent, exaltmg. 
And yet he did not tel them al. The young lady who received this leter, 
Viola Baxter Jordan, had first met Pound in 1905. It was not til two years of a 
somewhat intense correspondance had passed that Pound began to talk of, 
and then to send, his own poems ("I have never bothered you with my verse, 
you have not made iteasy for me to do so until now."). But he really had no 
other audience for his poems, since the only American publisher of Pound's 
sort of verse, T.B. Mosher, was refusing to take them. He was cautious 
because it seemed to him the poems revealed something important. 2 
It becomes clear from the poems Pound was writing at this time that he 
had private visions: 
I stood stil, and was a tree amid the wood 
Knowing the truth of things unseen before. 
Of Daphne and the laurel bow .. 
N athless I have been a tree amid the wood 
And many new things understood 
That were rank foly to my head before. 3 
Later, in 1915, when he seemed the future king of literary London, and his 
pronouncements were what al coming poets paid heed to, this particular 
vision is the one he referred to when he wanted to explain the real nature of 
myth: 
The first myths arose when a man walked sheer into'nonsense', that is 
to say, when some very vivid and undeniable adventure befell him, and 
he told someone else who called him a liar. Thereupon, after bitter 
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experience, perceiving that no one could understand what he meant 
when he said that he'turned into a tree'he made a mythー awork of art 
that is—an impersonal or objective story woven out of his own emotion, 
as the nearest equation that he was capable of putting into words. 4 
The signi:ficance of this vision-seeing—and the fact that it is (a) private and 
(b) hard to exteriorize—extends into the whole of Pound's poetry, and 
provides one of the main "forms" of the Cantos. What looks like a program of 
"pure" aesthetics (and a very private one) wil lead to a plan for the largest, 
most public and "tribal" poem of the twentieth century. And the program 
may even be said to entail the downfall of the whole poem, like a crack in 
some House of Usher—except that in literature one can never confidently 
predict particular effects from given causes. 
It is not about the seeing of gods only. Pound supposed that each person 
might have moments or times when their own real vision of things—the 
realities, of whatever kind, of their particular world—was unclouded. He pre— 
supposed that worlds, though interrelated, were various, both in themselves 
and as mediated by us. "My" world could not be exactly the same as "your" 
world, and, further, no-one's world would necessarily be already formulated 
in the phrases and sentences of common discourse. If you tried to phrase 
what you knew, as you knew it, it might be hard. You might find yourself 
giving way to the view of your matter that your interlocutors thought you 
must mean, just because that view was already embodied in the language, in 
the newsmakers'phrases: "glorious sunset," "urban waste," "intimate 
awareness," "devastating grief." You might gradually find your own world's 
exactness, or your knowledge of it, slipping away from you; you might begin 
to think like everybody—that is, nobody. 
This "seeing things exactly," or seeing things exactly as you see them 
(and not as rendered down in response to the needs of social life, or by 
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politics, or some hidden economic impulse) became for Pound (it might be 
said) the prime value of al values: the one quality or state that, once lost, 
made life almost non-life. For Pound, the whole business of poetry was 
preserving that exactitude; the whole business of criticism, pointing out 
where the fake (the common simulacrum of an original and genuine 
experience) was beginning to take over. 
But Pound had no idea that the job of the poet, or of anyone else, was to 
maintain his private sense of how things are and let the rest of the world go 
hang. From the beginning he had social aims: he not only wanted the poet to 
have a social function, he wanted to propagandize (in his own poetry) for a 
better society. The program for the whole long poem can be found in this 
Canto, part-published in 1962, therefore near the very end of it: 
Canals, bridges, and house walls 
orange in sunlight 
But to hitch sensibility to efficiency? CXIII. 808 
—if by "efficiency" we understand the capacity to run a society without waste 
and without damage to its members. The project was to relate sensibility to 
politics. And given that prime value we have described—truth to one's 
knowledge-it might follow that a better society must be one in which each 
man and woman (and each cultural group) should experience their own 
experience in al its differentiatedness, genuinely and most fuly, without 
having it benumbed, blunted, overridden, by the demands of survival, and 
without having the possibilities of it destroyed by poverty, fanaticism, war 
and (above al, to Pound's mind) greed. 
Pound never had a problem with sensibility. Nevertheless it is clear that, 
from very early on, he had a conscious program of educating himself in the 
noticing of, and the discrimination between, the finest possible distinctions 
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of sensory perception, and in the arts of getting these into words. The point 
was: to see what one has seen, without muddying it; and to get that over to 
the reader. 
His first prose book, The Spirit of Romance (1910), published in London 
but the fruit of his labors with the Romance languages at Hamilton and Penn, 
hinges on Arnaut Daniel, "subtlest" of the troubadours, and on Dante. Aside 
from the drama of Hell, the Dante of this book is a string of discriminations 
of texture and color. In Paradiso X, a group of spirits surrounds the 
protagonist and his Guide: 
I saw many brightnesses, living and conquering, 
make a center of us .... 
Sometimes we see Latona's daughter [the moon] encircled 
in this way, when the air is so impregnated 
that it retains the thread that makes her belt. 5 
The moon's aura, on a damp night, is the most fragile and delicate of 
differences: most virginal, as Pound then conceived it. (In a very different 
phase, in the thirties, Pound developed a whole philosophy of form from his 
readings of Cavalcanti, and he used this passage in Dante to explain it. 6) 
In 1914 he was thrown into the aesthetic world of "the Japanese" when the 
widow of Ernest Fenollosa gave him the manuscript notes of Fenollosa's 
translations of the Noh plays. Pound then, in 1916, produced an English Noh 
play of his own, called Tristan. 7 Its stage action and poetry depend on a 
system of distinctions between greens and cloud-grays and wave-blues, 
which controls the appearance and disappearance of the dead—their spirits 
never quite strong enough to be stably seen. 
Such discriminations were "Oriental" for Pound. With his friend Laurence 
Binyon, Keeper of the Department of Oriental Prints and Books at the 
British Museum, 8 he came to know the Japanese and Chinese ink-painters 
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who showed the value of discrimination between white paper, almost-
imperceptible developments of smoky mist— 
girls faint as mist about her CVI. 772 
and sharp black strokes where 
Evening is like a curtain of cloud, 
a blurr above ripples; and through it 
sharp long spikes of the cinnamon XLIX. 244 
But it was the American, Whistler, who was master (in paint) of 
discriminations of greyー inhis "Nocturnes" of the flat reaches of the 
Thames towards nightfall, punctuated by reed-like cranes and a few lights. 
These distinctions are what would come out most strongly in Canto I, where 
Pound's long poem finally hit its stride: 
Grey peak of the wave, 
wave, colour of grape's pulp, 
Olive grey in the near, 
far, smoke grey of the rock-slide, 
Salmon-pink wings of the fish-hawk 
cast grey shadows in water, 
The tower like a one-eyed great goose 
cranes up out of the olive-grove .. I. 10 
Pound set himself to learn these visual qualities as a pianist would learn 
harmonies and qualities of phrasing. 
He learned such distinctions of sound to. For it would be hard to say that 
Pound's sensibility was more visual than aural. He strained his ear for the 
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harmonics of words ("the tone leading of vowels"), for patterns of phonemes, 
for the quality and character of accent-pattern and syllable-length and their 
interactions: never systematically, but to great effect as far as his ability to 
locate stimulating examples and imitate them in his own work was 
concerned. 9 Later he wrote in praise Binyon's translation of Dante, and he 
referred to the effect for Binyon of working with Japanese ink and screen 
painting: 
a man can't be immured for forty years with Koyets'and Sotatz'[Koetsu 
and Sotatsu, Japanese painters] without developing some sort of 
sensibility to outline and demarcation, and without distinguishing 
muddy from clear .. 10 
But here Pound was writing, not about the dificulties of translating Dante's 
visual effects, or his thought, but about his metrics. For qualities of 
discrimination are "synesthetic": their effect and deep meaning can be the 
same in one sensory realm as in another. You can "muddle along" in an 
indefinite rhythm—one that does not make valid analogy with any 
differentiated states in experience. With exactly the same cast of mind, you 
can muddle along with an indefinite palette in painting because you have not 
noticed that minute distinctions in color can be constituents of different 
qualities of reality, and therefore can be used by analogy to communicate 
them. 
Pound became a fiend for sharp discrimination. This was not a game; it 
was about truth-telling. In criticism, it became the basis of his teaching in 
what is now thought of as the Modernist revolution of the 1910s. 
In 1912 he announced: 
The interpretive function is the highest honor of the arts, and because 
it is so we find that a sort of hyper-scientific precision is the touchstone 
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and assay of the artist's power, of his honor, his authenticity. Constantly 
he must distinguish between the shades and the degrees of the 
ineffable. 11 
If we wish to dismiss Pound by "interpreting him back into his background," 
we can see here hisもlitism,and his desire to belong to a mystic priesthood 
of the arts; for this essay was first published in the journal of G.RS. Mead, 
esotericist, and aly (like Pound) of the great W.B.Y eats, who adored sもances
and priesthoods. But if we connect this statement with the main line of 
Pound's lifelong tendency in criticism, it comes out to mean something more 
fundamental (and probably more American). It says that the understanding a 
writer should be trying to communicate is something of a unique and exact 
quality (since the world is various, not accidentally but essentially). Before 
he starts writing, only he or she knows this quality for what it is; and he or 
she must, before al else, be true to it. And so (again in 1912): 
Rhythm. —I believe in an'absolute rhythm', a rhythm, that is, in poetry 
which corresponds exactly to the emotion or shade of emotion to be 
expressed. A man's rhythm must be interpretative, it wil be, therefore, 
12 in the end, his own, uncounterfeiting, uncounterfeitable. 
And the more celebrated statement from the same document: "I believe in 
technique as the test of a man's sincerity ... " This boils down into one 
sentence the difficult truth that, if a writer is honest in wanting to 
communicate her matter, she wil first have to master-and thoroughly—a 
range of technique. Her matter, if she face it squarely, wil never be quite the 
matter that another writer starts with. If she simply borrows the most 
current tricks of phrase, ways of developing the line of thought, and turns of 
rhythm, she wil be falsifying her own matter. Twenty-two years later Pound 
wrote, in his ABC of Read切g:"THE FIRST PHASE of anyone's writing 
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always shows them doing something'like'something they have heard or 
read. The majority of writers never pass that stage. , 13 
In 1913, when Pound was stil in promulgating his "Modernist" 
formulations, verse by an unknown American called Robert Frost had been 
going the rounds of the publishers and being rejected by them—starting 
with the Americans. From the perspective of the early 21st century it is easy 
for us to see why: they were not striking enough, not glamorous in the 
expected modes, not "poetic." Pound praised them for just this: 
Mr Frost's book is a litle raw, and has in it a number of infelicities; 
underneath them it has the tang of the New Hampshire woods, and it 
has just this utter sincerity….This man has the good sense to speak 
naturally and to paint the thing, the thing as he sees it. And to do this is 
a very different matter from gunning about for the circumplectious 
polysyllable .... 
Mr Frost's work is not'accomplished', but it is the work of a man who 
wil make neither concessions nor pretences. 14 
One may note here the word "sincerity." The Chinese character for sincerity 
（誠） is emblazoned on the pre-title page of current editions of the Cantos. 
Whatever your content is, just find it and don't distort it: that is Pound's 
main critical message. But that simple goal requires a harder work of 
discrimination, of self-critique, and of the trial and rejection of techniques, 
than fils most lifetimes. Yet so far it looks like a very strict "realism": truth to 
what the writer has seen. 
But Pound himself was most concerned with extreme fineness of dis-
crimination. And perceiving such fineness, it seems, almost equaled 
perceiving the gods. Canto II says: 
And in the water, the almond-white swimmers, 
The silvery water glazes the upturned nipple, 
，?
Ezra Pound's Cantos: Private Truths and the Origins of a Public Poem 
As Poggio has remarked. II. 1 
So it does. And those who are able to see such things may also see what the 
rest of the passage describes, which includes numerous strange godlings: 
Panisks, and from the oak, dryas, 
And from the apple, maelid, 
Through al the wood, and the leaves are ful of voices, 
A-whisper, and the clouds bowe over the lake, 
And there are gods upon them .
This implies an electric, a pantheistic universe. If, the more you see clearly 
(distinctly), the more you see the gods, this implies that the gods are simply 
there, in everything, waiting to be seen. So "the gods" are close to Pound's 
central message after all—the one that began with a private vision: "I stood 
stil, and was a tree amid the wood/Knowing the truth of things unseen 
before:/Of Daphne and the laurel bow…’ 
"In the crisp air,/the discontinuous gods" (Canto xn: each is itself, just 
as each entity we really know is itself. The key point that Pound drew from 
his studies of Remy de Gourmont was: to exist is to differentiate oneself.15 
Yet things are connected: they overlap, they overlie. When, at a certain 
point in the conflict between husband and rival in Lawrence's play The 
Widowing of Mrs Holroyd, a scuffle develops and the rival "shows his teeth," 
the mind may move sideways to the common metaphor "show one's fangs," 
and for a moment we see the wolf through the man. Cranach's faces show us 
the weasel "in" the woman. This is in fact one of our most central and most 
valid ways of knowing things: to see one thing "as" another. It is the basis of 
metaphor, and the reason why we use metaphor to create, very precisely, a 
particular sense of a thing, a sense that would take long effort and pages of 
notes to try to "nail down" logically (another metaphor). And it is the 
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principle behind "metamorphosis"—transformation from one kind of 
creature, or one mode of being, to another—which is a typically Greek way 
of showing a certain persistent way-of-being that subsists in creatures that, 
logically, belong to different worlds. Ovid's Metamoゅhosesis a book of such 
stories, a book that Pound plundered in the early days of writing the Cantos. 
In Canto I, seal becomes sea-nymph becomes Eleanor of Aquitaine, 
medieval femme fatale: 
Seal sports in the spray-whited circles of cliff-wash, 
Sleek head, daughter of Lir, 
eyes of Picasso 
Under black fur-hood, lithe daughter of Ocean; 
And the wave runs in the beach-groove: 
'Eleanor, helenaus and heleptolisr 16 I. 6 
"Ship-destroyer and city-destroyer": puns on the name of Helen of Troy, 
another femme fatale. 
This view of things is "realist". (It purports to describe a world that is 
actually out there; it is not conceived of as the projection of someone's ego, 
in the Romantic manner.) But it is not rationalist. In those respects it is 
typically Modernist. 
In Pound's writing it is closely related to synesthesia, where a particular 
emotive state is communicated through one sense just as precisely as 
through another, and perhaps more precisely when both senses are used 
together. We say "a dull thud," though "dull" was used for un-lively colors 
before it was used for sounds. We find synesthesia in Pound's attempts at 
fine color discrimination, and it is perfectly "realistic": it falsifies no 
perception, it tels us what is out there. But we also find it in passages where 
the gods seem to be present: it fosters the sense of their presence by its 
hyper-exactness, creating somehow a sense of the more-than-real. In Canto 
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XX, the lamenting lotos-eaters ask what use Odysseus'adventures were to 
those of his companions who merely got killed on the way. They note how 
the companions never got to see the gods and demigods: 
、'Thatsaw never the olives under Spartha 
、'Withthe leaves green and then not green, 
、'Theclick of light in their branches; .. 
"Nor had they Circe to couch-mate, Circe Titania, 
"Nor had they meats of Kaltipso 
"Or her silk skirts brushing their thighs…. " :XX.94 
That is just what olive-leaves do: as the breeze moves them and they change 
angle, their color switches from green to not-green, a soundless "click." But 
it also seems, by its strangeness in precision, very germane to the presence 
of the goddesses, Circe and Calypso. On these principles, Pound develops a 
long chain of motifs in the Cantos around the base-image of "sharp song": it 
is always associated with the heightened perception and brief movement into 
the world of the gods that comes, for him, with sexual passion. 
This view of the world and of writing says that what matters about things 
is something that you have to respect because it is there. In so far as you 
know it, you should be able to communicate it though you can't analyze it. 
What is always there? "It"; what is it, and not you; whether it be a man, a 
language, a tree. This is a common enough theme in literature. We can find 
plenty of poems that evoke both the presence of something, and its 
unnameableness: take Ginsberg's "Sunflower Sutra," Robert Frost's 
"Mowing," Roy Fisher's''The Collection of Things," and William Carlos 
Williams's "A Marriage Ritual," for instance, which are about, respectively, a 
sunflower, an act of labor, a dead poet's efigy, and a city.17 
The thing you see is itself, and you have to be aware of its differences. The 
first and ultimately only thing you have to do is respect it. This applies in the 
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act of writing above al. If you respect its selfhood you may get to 
communicate it; but most writing "grabs" at it with the most reader-
impressive means available, and thus destroys it, both for the writer himself 
arid for the world. 
This takes us back to that particular myth that we began with: Daphne's. 
What happened to her was that Apollo saw her, loved her, and instead of 
letting her be, and come to him in her own good time, grabbed at her. So he 
lost her: she turned into a laurel. This is a key myth for Pound, and he 
invents his own variant of it: his Ileuthyeria has turned into coral in Canto 
11.18 
What are the gods? Entities that persist, with their own life, and are not 
you. In 1921 Pound wrote: 
、Theintimate essence of the universe is not of the same nature as our 
consciousness .. God, therefore, exists. That is to say, there is no reason 
for not applying the term God, Theos, to the intimate essence. , 19 
It's a sort of pantheism that Pound believed in (and probably shared with 
H.D. and with D.H. Lawrence): everything is part of godhead, to the extent 
that it is "alive"—that is, has its own selfhood. Some parts of the universe are 
more alive than others. (Pound was fond of quoting the opening lines of 
Dante's Paradise:'、Theglory of Him who moves everything/penetrates 
throughout the universe, and shines/in one part more, and less elsewhere.") 
And in this sense, Pound's aim from the very start had been a religious one, 
like Whitman's: to bring out the electric godliness in what is. 
Pound picked up Gourmont's remark,、'Theessence of a religion is its 
literature. Now, religious literature is dead." 20 It seems clear that he took 
this as a challenge: he himself would re-create religious literature, and hence 
religion. If this is correct, there is an oblique truth in the jest Pound makes 
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when he describes the risks he ran in writing his Cantos: 
The modern mind contains heteroclite elements. The past epos [ =epic 
poem] has succeeded when al or a great many of the answers were 
assumed, at least between author and audience, or a great mass of 
audience. The attempt in an experimental age is therefore rash. Do you 
know the story:、'Whatare you drawing, Johnny?" 
"God!" 
"But nobody knows what He looks like." 
、'Theywil when I get through!" 21 
Now, that basic value we have seen—fullness and distinctness of life, and 
unfalsified perception of it—leads to certain structures in the Cantos. 
If there should be a message concerned with this value, it would naturally 
be to tel us, What favors its existence? Where are we most likely to find it? 
What conditions are most likely to produce it—and its opposites? The 
structures Pound needed for his long poem were the ones that would help 
him show the answers to these questions. For these answers are the nearest 
thing the Cantos have to a message. 
Generalizing from the data Pound gives in the Cantos, one can say that we 
wil find that value most realized where we find passion, risk-taking, new 
beginnings or renewal, and love. We are not likely to find it with cowardice, 
self-protection, or greed. 
But generalizing words like "renewal" and "cowardice" are not effective 
communicators, because they are radically vague. Pound's "ideogramic 
theory" of writing held that such words only worked as communicators 
when concrete instances were set with them, to indicate by inference (not by 
argument) the real boundaries of the concepts and the nature of their 
relations. So the structural principles he looked for were those that would 
allow him to give us the data, and infer the probabilities for ourselves. 
14 
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Lorenzo de'Medici has a certain reputation, in our inherited cultural 
baggage. He is the one who fostered art and philosophy in Florence. Thomas 
Jefferson has a reputation: a creative thinker, in a fluid and dangerous 
political situation. Pound juxtaposes them: that is, puts them together, with a 
good deal of concrete detail. Seeing them together, we realize that Lorenzo 
also—like Jeffersonー hadgreat and immediate political dangers to contend 
with, and that his intelligent patronage of the arts was conducted within that 
fluidity, not from some safe salaried academy. And we see also that 
Jefferson, like Lorenzo, put intelligence and energy into fostering the arts, 
within the constraints that his time imposed. Q.E.D. (if we like): art can 
come from within a revolution; there is no necessary connection between 
(for example) poetry and the safe leisure that a poet like Horace thought he 
required, secluded under the protection of some imperial power-broker. Art 
can come from within a dynamic political scene, and it may be the better for 
that. 
So the first principle of structure Pound discovered was juxtaposition. Put 
two complexes together—their elements carefully chosen—and the reader 
wil see new things about both. From that, Pound developed the principle of 
"ideogram": you can put together a number of clusters of complex data, and 
the reader will (even without knowing it) select the common elements, 
without deleting the other elements—for those elements are necessary to 
know the true character (or "isness") of each cluster. You can put together 
Odysseus; Sigismondo Malatesta; Niccolo d'Este; even Andrew Jackson; and 
(Pound hopes) Benito Mussolini—foregrounding certain data in the picture 
of each, of course—and the reader will note a certain adventurous 
hardboiledness, a willingness to "cut the cackle" and get on with things, to 
seek out and find for himself, in each of these characters—even though 
there are major differences, such as that some of them tum out to be sはte-
builders and some not. And this method allows for development of thought, 
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by a sort of multiple branching. As Pound matured, he found that he was less 
interested in adventurers who merely adventured, without a sense of social 
responsibility—like Odysseus; so figures like him gradually become 
marginal in the Cantos. Yet the "image-cluster" of Odysseus remains there, 
stil affecting our sense of the others, even at a distance. 
But distance, in art, is an esthetic fact. Pound also had to come up with 
devices for dealing with the fact that print is linear, and imposes distance. 
You can't juxtapose al your elements at once; you have to string them out. 
You may "state" Odysseus in immediate juxtaposition with Aeneas (Canto I); 
but later you may want the reader to see him "with" Niccolo d'Este (Cantos 
XX:111-XXIV), and you don't want to repeat the Odysseus material for that 
purpose. So Pound used tricks of recalling, with key phrases or images, of 
interweaving (as in fugue), and so forth. All of them begin from the simple 
psychological function of juxtaposition. 
This is the method of writing that "works" in the Cantos. It produces sets 
of mental data that stay in the mind, and fructify, even though some readers 
(Yeats, Blackmur) have always complained that they didn't know what 
Pound was "saying." 
Thus Pound's prime value (that the sensibility should be live and should 
be honest to its perceptions) led to a program of self-education, to a critical 
program for writing in general, and to a plan for the Cantos. 
And perhaps that plan might have been sufficient in itself: to amass a great 
series of complex images of human reality—beneficent and evil, according 
as they fostered ful life and perception or thwarted it—sorted, arranged, and 
collocated so as to illuminate their differences. 
It would have been an Ovidian sort of epic. And Pound held that Ovid's 
Metamorphoses contained an indispensable body of truth, available in no 
other form.22 It would have been simply a series of "tales," without overall 
plot, without overall "moral" except that which would arise in the mind of the 
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reader. For any revelation is didactic, as Pound would point out. 23 If you can 
make the reader see the "is," he can infer the "ought" for himself. All Pound 
needed to do was to show with ful exactitude the states he had seen exactly, 
and then to illuminate their differences by al the arts of arrangement that he 
could develop. 
But Pound also wanted a political propaganda. He wanted, with his poem, 
to affect the course of events occurring now (in 1925, 1935, or 1945, as the 
case might be): to change the course of history, toward the good. This led 
him to develop another way of writing in the Cantos, one that in the end 
almost causes the poem to crumble. 
He had his underlying life-program, which was always Dantescan. 24 Youth 
was the time to concern oneself with questions of style. By 1918, let us say, 
he had educated himself in discriminations of perception and in the arts of 
getting them onto paper. That is, like Dante, he had written his lyrics and his 
"art of poetry." Now itwas time to write his De Monarchia, his Convivio and 
his Divina Commedia: his political statement, his philosophy and his great 
epic. But Pound also needed a political propaganda because he was a natural 
campaigner, coming out of a long tradition of inspirational ethicality—"very 
New England" and very American. Pound's mother Isabel, queenly and 
aesthetic, evidently regarded herself as an outpost of culture in a rather 
materialist environment; she read Kipling and Longfellow to her son, and 
perhaps Pound's interest in poetry ultimately derived from her. But she also 
had a streak of social morality. When her son, aged 19, at Hamilton College, 
was immersing himself in esoteric Italians—the stock-in-trade of the London 
decadents, from Rossetti to Whistler—she protested. Why was he chasing 
medieval baubles; why not taking as his model the virtuous, outgoing, moral, 
American-future-oriented Emersonー Emerson,the improver of mankind? 
Pound answered, in efect, that Dante was an Emerson too: moral, and an 
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improver of mankind. "He also held chief office in his city & that for clean 
politics & good government. , 25 
For Emerson, as for Pound, cleanliness in social interrelations is next to 
godliness. For him, there is never any question but that man must search for 
the way to practice righteousness socially, just as ardently as he searches for 
the divine breath coming out of the woodlands. We can state it in the same 
terms for Pound as for Emerson: there must be a way in which to build a 
new world in which the workings of man's society would manifest and 
extend further—and not grate against, as they do now—the basic harmonies 
of a God-structured universe. 26 
And so, having concluded his studies of style, Pound looked around him 
and saw matter for politics. "1918 began investigation of causes of war, to 
oppose same. , 27 
Pound came to believe that the root evil was "usury," by which he meant 
the lending of money at fixed (and high) rates of interest. 28 This was 
inherently unjust, because the lender would then demand his percentage 
whatever the success or failure of the enterprise: that is, without sharing in 
the risks of that enterprise. But the class of private lenders (banks and 
individuals) thus enriching themselves then became a socio-economic 
power, always to evil. Lending, they would naturally favor trashy enterprises 
that brought in a quick return. They would use their power to exert pressure 
on any person or institutionー beginningwith the media—who or which 
threatened their position and influence. They would support a whole world 
of parasites (consultants in tax evasion, political lobbyists) to perpetuate 
their wealth and power. Once sufficient wealth was amassed, they could use 
it to manipulate the value of the means of exchange itself. And finaly, these 
lenders levied a permanent hidden tax on the nation, because of the common 
and erroneous belief that nations could only fund major spending by 
borrowing from the banks. 
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Together, these points become a center for Pound's argument on social 
morality in the Cantos. Now this creates a great problem for the poet. We 
can illustrate it, I think, by imagining the difference if Pound had not taken 
"usury" for his argument, but had instead decided that his theme should be 
human greed. The example is apt, since Pound did in fact change his mind 
on this point: in 1972 he announced that the crime of the age was not usury, 
b ut avance. 29 
Avarice is an attitude; but usury is a mechanism—one of many possible 
products of avarice. This is an important distinction, and one with great 
consequences for an epic poet. 
If the writer of a long "poem including history" (Pound's definition of the 
epic叫wantsto use avarice as one of his moral poles, then he need only 
show itin action and bring out its psychological seeds and its consequences 
in particular cases. (He could put together, for example, a case resembling 
that of Morris Townsend in James's Washington Square and a case akin to 
that of George Eliot's Silas Marner.) He can show us individuals in their 
milieux, and then leave the reader to intuit the deep relation between them, 
which is a relation of attitude. And that is essentially Dante's method in the 
Divine Comedy. 
But Pound had seized on a mechanism. He wanted to show that usury—a 
particular financial practice—was a recurrent source of evil, and therefore he 
had to prove it, with facts. He needed to show (for example) how media 
attitudes and politicians'actions in 1930 were the product of the workings of 
the private banks, the Federal Reserve Bank, and their tools. He needed to 
show that the talk of the anti-Jacksonists in the 1830s had come out of the 
hidden dealings of the Second Bank of the United States, just as the 
encirclement of Napoleon had been fixed by the international bankers of his 
day. In other words, he had to grasp a huge network of detailed fact, 
documented and discovered by investigators down the ages, and somehow 
19 
Ezra Pound's Cantos: Private Truths and the Origins of a Public Poem 
to get its key points before his reader. His mental model was the investigator 
proving his case, not the novelist demonstrating the quality of a disposition: 
Said Mr RothSchild, hell knows which Roth-schild 
1861,'64 or there sometime,''Very few people 
"wil understand this. Those who do wil be occupied 
"getting profits…. " 
here 
Gents, is/ are the confession. 
"Can we take this into court? 
、'Wilany jury convict on this evidence? XLVI. 233 
And this imposed a huge burden on the poem, which, I think, eventually 
cracked under it. 
Under the pressure of this need to explain a long-term historical 
mechanism, and to adduce the massive quantity of detail needed to support 
the explanation, Pound began to move faster. His mind had always been 
inclined to leap, rather than to work through. When he had time to absorb, 
the results might be a network of brilliant insights—embodied in concrete 
data—centered on what he called "luminous details." 31 But he had set 
himself to affect history by explaining it, in order to rescue the society 
around him; and that society was changing. As he wrote, there came the 
Depression—which he must explain, and try to put right; and then the 
steady movement toward world conflict—which he must explain, and try to 
prevent翌Hisyoung disciple Basil Bunting warned him: the poet's job was to 
have a longer-term impact on the world, not necessarily to change the here 
and now. But Pound had his appointed task and he was in a hurry. 
His haste reached a maximum with the China and Adams Cantos (Lil-
LXXI). In January 1937 he had not even seen the source of the Adams 
Cantos; by January 1940 the whole China-Adams section was published. It 
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was 180 pages—four times the length of the previous group of Cantos—of 
digested historical document. 
The reader finds herself in a string of snippets, where she struggles to 
guess the context of any one of them, to see what its weight might be—or 
even, sometimes, to mark of one item from another: 
Mr Fox's severe observations on Govr/Hutchinson 
the precise point of the solstice 
says Bolingbroke 
they in sinking scale do not easily cast of habitual 
prejudice. LXVIII. 398 
The problem then for art, which is a problem of communication, is: how can 
you make emotive direction, leading to emphasis and to focus, out of a mass 
of material that to the reader is essentially uniform? 
Pound finds no answer. And, in effect, he acknowledges his failure, by 
falling back on lines in the margin for emphasis, on capital leters, and on 
slogans: 
But for the clearest head in the congress 
177 4 and thereafter 
pater patriae 
the man who at certain points 
made us 
at certain points 
saved us 
by fairness, honesty and straight moving 
ARRIBA ADAMS 33 LXII. 350 
A word like "honesty" is a short cut—to something. But your honesty, or 
mine? What kind of honesty? An abstract word is a check drawn on an 
unknown bank account, as Pound said in his ABC of Reading (1934): it is a 
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cloud, an umbrella governing a vast vague territory of possibilities; it means 
almost nothing, until we are given concrete examples of what the writer 
"means by it." This had been whole point of Pound's "ideogramic theory" of 
writing: that abstract words become redundant as soon as sufficient and apt 
"concreteness" is adduced and arranged so that the reader may see its 
mutual relations for herself. 34 Pound has arrived at betraying his 
fundamental sense of the point of poetry, which is, for the poet, (a) to 
confront what she has genuinely seen, without blur, and (b) to find ways of 
conveying it without blur. 
This tendency dogs the Cantos. Pound escapes from it in the Pisan 
Cantos, but it comes back strongly in the post-war sections, Rock-Drill and 
Thrones. There, the new meat for historical-political-economic argument is 
ancient Chinese chronicle, for instance, or Germanic law, and it is digested 
to the same effect as the Adams sources: obscurity and therefore uniformity. 
To this extent, and in these particular senses, the Cantos "don't work." It 
is stil true, I believe, that Pound's Cantos are the poem of the twentieth 
century. Despite the length of these flat patches, no body of verse of that 
period has so much density of thought and observation, such a range of 
qualities of things seen and known. But art is a focusing by means of 
arrangement and pattern. Pound's intricate plans for such focusing are 
defeated to an unfortunate extent by these long stretches that are non-
communicative precisely for the reasons that Pound's early theories would 
predict. They are not built of things sharply and fuly known by the writer's 
sensibility: they depend on abstractions, "public words." 
Notes: 
References to The Cantos of Ezra Pound are to the edition published by New 
Directions in New York, 1970 edition, fourteenth printing, 1998. Specific cantos are 
cited in roman numerals, followed by the page number. 
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